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Several institutional and other sources of socialization exist and are called agents of socialization. The first of
these, the family, is certainly the most important agent of socialization for infants and young children.

The Family

The family is perhaps the most important agent of socialization for children. Parents’ values and behavior
patterns profoundly influence those of their daughters and sons.

Should parents get the credit when their children turn out to be good kids and even go on to accomplish great
things in life? Should they get the blame if their children turn out to be bad? No parent deserves all the credit
or blame for their children’s successes and failures in life, but the evidence indicates that our parents do affect
us profoundly. In many ways, we even end up resembling our parents in more than just appearance.

Sociology Making a Difference

Understanding Racial Socialization

In a society that is still racially prejudiced, African American parents continue to find it necessary to teach
their children about African American culture and to prepare them for the bias and discrimination they can
expect to encounter. Scholars in sociology and other disciplines have studied this process of racial
socialization. One of their most interesting findings is that African American parents differ in the degree of
racial socialization they practice: some parents emphasize African American identity and racial prejudice to a
considerable degree, while other parents mention these topics to their children only minimally. The reasons
for these differences have remained unclear.

Sociologist Jason E. Shelton (2008) analyzed data from a national random sample of African Americans to
determine these reasons, in what he called “one of the most comprehensive analyses to date of racial
socialization strategies among African Americans” (p. 237). Among other questions, respondents were asked
whether “in raising your children, have you done or told them things to help them know what it means to be
Black.” They were also asked whether “there are any other things you’ve done or told your children to help
them know how to get along with White people.”

In his major results, Shelton found that respondents were more likely to practice racial socialization if they
were older, female, and living outside the South; if they perceived that racial discrimination was a growing
problem and were members of civil rights or other organization aimed at helping African Americans; and if
they had higher incomes.

These results led Shelton to conclude that “African Americans are not a culturally monolithic group,” as they
differ in “the parental lessons they impart to their children about race relations” (2008, p. 253). Further, the
parents who do practice racial socialization “do so in order to demystify and empower their offspring to seize
opportunities in the larger society” (p. 253).

Shelton’s study helps us to understand the factors accounting for differences in racial socialization by African
American parents, and it also helps us understand that the parents who do attempt to make their children
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aware of U.S. race relations are merely trying, as most parents do, to help their children get ahead in life. By
increasing our understanding of these matters, Shelton’s research has helped make a difference.

The reason we turn out much like our parents, for better or worse, is that our families are such an important
part of our socialization process. When we are born, our primary caregivers are almost always one or both of
our parents. For several years we have more contact with them than with any other adults. Because this
contact occurs in our most formative years, our parents’ interaction with us and the messages they teach us
can have a profound impact throughout our lives, as indicated by the stories of Sarah Patton Boyle and Lillian
Smith presented earlier.

The ways in which our parents socialize us depend on many factors, two of the most important of which are
our parents’ social class and our own biological sex. Melvin Kohn (1965, 1977) found that working-class and
middle-class parents tend to socialize their children very differently. Kohn reasoned that working-class
parents tend to hold factory and other jobs in which they have little autonomy and instead are told what to do
and how to do it. In such jobs, obedience is an important value, lest the workers be punished for not doing
their jobs correctly. Working-class parents, Kohn thought, should thus emphasize obedience and respect for
authority as they raise their children, and they should favor spanking as a primary way of disciplining their
kids when they disobey. In contrast, middle-class parents tend to hold white-collar jobs where autonomy and
independent judgment are valued and workers get ahead by being creative. These parents should emphasize
independence as they raise their children and should be less likely than working-class parents to spank their
kids when they disobey.

If parents’ social class influences how they raise their children, it is also true that the sex of their children
affects how they are socialized by their parents. Many studies find that parents raise their daughters and sons
quite differently as they interact with them from birth. We will explore this further in Chapter 11 “Gender and
Gender Inequality”, but suffice it to say here that parents help their girls learn how to act and think “like
girls,” and they help their boys learn how to act and think “like boys.” That is, they help their daughters and
sons learn their gender (Wood, 2009). For example, they are gentler with their daughters and rougher with
their sons. They give their girls dolls to play with, and their boys guns. Girls may be made of “sugar and spice
and everything nice” and boys something quite different, but their parents help them greatly, for better or
worse, turn out that way. To the extent this is true, our gender stems much more from socialization than from
biological differences between the sexes, or so most sociologists probably assume. To return to a question
posed earlier, if Gilligan is right that boys and girls reach moral judgments differently, socialization matters
more than biology for how they reach these judgments.

As the “Learning From Other Societies” box illustrates, various cultures socialize their children differently.
We can also examine cross-cultural variation in socialization with data from the World Values Survey, which
was administered to almost six dozen nations. Figure 4.1 “Percentage Believing That Obedience Is Especially
Important for a Child to Learn” shows the percentage of people in several countries who think it is “especially
important for children to learn obedience at home.” Here we see some striking differences in the value placed
on obedience, with the United States falling somewhat in between the nations in the figure.

Learning From Other Societies

Children and Socialization in Japan

This chapter ends with the observation that American children need to be socialized with certain values in
order for our society to be able to address many of the social issues, including hate crimes and violence
against women, facing it. As we consider the socialization of American children, the experience of Japan
offers a valuable lesson.

Recall from Chapter 2 “Eye on Society: Doing Sociological Research” that Japan’s culture emphasizes
harmony, cooperation, and respect for authority. Socialization in Japan is highly oriented toward the teaching
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of the values just listed, with much of it stressing the importance of belonging to a group and dependence,
instead of individual autonomy and independence. This is especially true in Japanese schools, which, as two
sociologists write, “stress the similarity of all children, and the importance of the group” (Schneider &
Silverman, 2010, p. 24). Let’s see how this happens (Hendry, 1987; Schwalb & Schwalb, 1996).

From the time they begin school, Japanese children learn to value their membership in their homeroom, or
kumi, and they spend several years in the same kumi. Each kumi treats its classroom as a “home away from
home,” as the children arrange the classroom furniture, bring in plants and other things from their own homes,
and clean the classroom every day. At recess one kumi will play against another. In an interesting difference
from standard practice in the United States, a kumi in junior high school will stay in its classroom while the
teachers for, say, math and social science move from one classroom to another. In the United States, of
course, the opposite is true: teachers stay in their classrooms, and students move from one room to another.

Other practices in Japanese schools further the learning of Japanese values. Young schoolchildren wear the
same uniforms. Japanese teachers use constant drills to teach them how to bow, and they have the children
repeatedly stand up and sit down as a group. These practices help students learn respect for authority and help
enhance the sense of group belonging that the kumi represents. Whereas teachers in the United States
routinely call on individual students to answer a question, Japanese teachers rarely do this. Rather than
competing with each other for a good grade, Japanese schoolchildren are evaluated according to the
performance of the kumi as a whole. Because decision making within the kumi is done by consensus, the
children learn the need to compromise and to respect each other’s feelings.

Because the members of a kumi spend so much time together for so many years, they develop extremely close
friendships and think of themselves more as members of the kumi than as individuals. They become very
loyal to the kumi and put its interests above their own individual interests. In these and other ways,
socialization in Japanese schools helps the children and adolescents there learn the Japanese values of
harmony, group loyalty, and respect for authority. If American children learned these values to a greater
degree, it would be easier to address violence and other issues facing the United States.

Figure 4.1 Percentage Believing That Obedience Is Especially Important for a Child to Learn
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